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TIMELINE



The French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars














	20 April 1792:


	France declares war on Austria, thereby initiating the Revolutionary Wars.







	1 February 1793:


	France declares war on Britain and Holland. In the course of the coming months the Allies form the First Coalition.







	5 April 1795:


	By the Treaty of Basle, Prussia leaves the First Coalition.







	17 October 1797:


	France and Austria conclude the Treaty of Campo Formio, effectively ending all continental resistance to Revolutionary France and marking the end of the Second Coalition.







	25 March 1802:


	Britain concludes the Treaty of Amiens with France, ending the Revolutionary Wars.







	18 May 1803:


	After a brief hiatus, hostilities between Britain and France resume, so marking the beginning of the Napoleonic Wars.







	11 April 1805:


	Russia and Britain conclude an alliance, later joined by Austria (9 August) and Sweden (3 October), which results in the formation of the Third Coalition.







	21 October 1805:


	Vice Admiral Nelson decisively defeats the Franco-Spanish fleet under Villeneuve.







	2 December 1805:


	Napoleon decisively defeats combined Austro-Russian Army at Austerlitz, thereby destroying the Third Coalition.







	14 October 1806:


	The French decisively defeat the Prussians in the twin battles of Jena and Auerstädt.







	7–9 July 1807:


	France, Prussia and Russia conclude the Treaties of Tilsit, effectively acknowledging Napoleon’s extensive dominion west of the River Niemen.







	14 July 1807:


	The Battle of Friedland, fought in East Prussia, puts paid to the last vestiges of Prussian as well as, more importantly, Russian resistance to French control of most of the European mainland.







	2 May 1808:


	A popular uprising in Spain marks the beginning of open resistance throughout Iberia against French control.







	1 August 1808:


	Forces under Sir Arthur Wellesley (the future Duke of Wellington) land in Portugal, marking the beginning of British participation in the Peninsular War.







	5–6 July 1809:


	Battle of Wagram, the decisive battle of Napoleon’s campaign against a resurgent Austria, which concludes peace on 14 October at Schönbrunn.







	22 June 1812:


	Napoleon leads the Grande Armée of over half a million men into Russia.







	22 July 1812:


	Wellington defeats the French at Salamanca in central Spain opening the way for a major Anglo-Portuguese offensive to clear Iberia.







	19 October 1812:


	Having failed to bring the Russians to terms, Napoleon abandons Moscow and begins to retreat west, with disastrous consequences.







	21 June 1813:


	At Vitoria, Wellington inflicts a decisive defeat on the main French Army in Spain.







	16–19 October 1813:


	A colossal Allied force consisting of Austrians, Prussians, Russians and Swedes decisively defeats Napoleon’s army at Leipzig, in Saxony, forcing it to abandon Germany and cross back into France.







	6 April 1814:


	After failing to hold back the Allies in a remarkable but ultimately unsuccessful campaign on home soil, Napoleon abdicates.







	30 April 1814:


	(First) Treaty of Paris concluded between France and the Allies.







	1 November 1814:


	The Congress of Vienna convenes to redraw the map of Europe after a generation of war led to the abolition of some states, the creation of others and the shifting of the frontiers of practically all the rest.







	26 February 1815:


	Napoleon leaves exile on Elba for France.







	1 March 1815:


	Napoleon lands on the south coast of France.







	19 March 1815:


	King Louis XVIII leaves Paris for the safety of Ghent in Belgium.







	20 March 1815:


	Napoleon arrives in Paris and returns to power, marking the beginning of his ‘Hundred Days’.







	25 March 1815:


	The Allies declare Napoleon an outlaw and form the Seventh Coalition.







	16 June 1815:


	Battles of Ligny and Quatre Bras.







	18 June 1815:


	Battles of Waterloo and Wavre.







	22 June 1815:


	Napoleon abdicates.







	20 November 1815:


	(Second) Treaty of Paris concluded between France and the Allies.








The Battle of Waterloo


Early Phases: Furious French Attacks on the Anglo-Allied Right and Centre














	6 a.m.:


	Bülow’s IV Corps begins to move through Wavre in the direction of the Waterloo battlefield.







	8.30–9 a.m.:


	Anglo-Allied Army takes up final positions at Mont St Jean; Napoleon rides forward to La Belle Alliance to examine Wellington’s position.







	11 a.m.:


	French cannonade begins.







	11.30 a.m.:


	French commence attack on Hougoumont.







	12.30–1.15 p.m.:


	British guardsmen drive off French from the north side of Hougoumont and reinforce the garrison; at 1 p.m. Napoleon’s ‘grand battery’ of eighty guns opens fire.







	1.15 p.m.:


	Napoleon receives intelligence from a Prussian prisoner that Bülow’s corps is en route.







	1.30 p.m.:


	Main bombardment by grand battery ceases and d’Erlon’s corps advances; Uxbridge orders the Household and Union Brigades to charge d’Erlon’s corps; Prussian I Corps under Ziethen begins its march along a northern route in order to join Wellington’s left flank.







	2.15–3 p.m.:


	Anglo-German garrison continues to defend Hougoumont; Household Brigade fights French heavy cavalry west of La Haye Sainte and Union Brigade repulses d’Erlon’s infantry; both Allied cavalry formations continue their charge into the grand battery and sabre the gunners, but suffer heavy losses from flank and frontal attacks by French cavalry; King’s German Legion garrison continues to defend La Haye Sainte.








Developments in the Afternoon: Ney’s Cavalry Assault and Prussian Approach














	3–4 p.m.:


	Buildings in Hougoumont are set on fire; La Haye Sainte reinforced by three companies of King’s German Legion infantry, but French make renewed assault on this position; remnants of d’Erlon’s corps reassemble; gunner casualties from grand battery replaced and guns returned to action; at approximately 3.30 p.m. the leading elements of Bülow’s corps enter the Bois to Paris; at about 4 p.m. Ney interprets movement towards the Allied rear as a sign of general withdrawal and orders a major assault with his cavalry.







	4–5 p.m.:


	Wellington’s infantry under attack from cavalry and forms square; repeated French cavalry assaults fail amid heavy losses from Anglo-Allied guns and defending infantry; Lobau’s VI Corps, encountering Prussians emerging from the Bois de Paris, is gradually pushed back to Plancenoit; French attacks continue against Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte.







	5–6 p.m.:


	Notwithstanding the progressive introduction of reinforcements, French cavalry continue their fruitless attempts to break Anglo-Allied squares, though artillery inflicts some damage on Wellington’s troops during periods of quiet between charges; by 5.30 p.m. all of Prussian IV Corps is engaged against Lobau.








Evening Phases: Fall of La Haye Sainte, Crisis in the Anglo-Allied Centre and at Plancenoit














	6–6.30 p.m.:


	Fighting around Hougoumont continues, with the French controlling the woods and orchard but British and Nassauer garrison continuing to hold the buildings.







	6.30 p.m.:


	The remnants of the garrison at La Haye Sainte, having exhausted their ammunition supply, abandon the position; Prussians take Plancenoit, obliging Napoleon to dispatch the Young Guard to retake it.







	6.30–7.30 p.m.:


	With the loss of La Haye Sainte the Anglo-Allied centre stands in mortal danger; French artillery continues to inflict heavy damage in this sector; Wellington begins to reinforce his centre with Dutch-Belgians and British cavalry; by around 6.45 p.m. the Young Guard manages to retake Plancenoit, temporarily neutralising the threat to the French right and rear; Prussians then recapture the village, which two battalions of the Old Guard retake; leading brigade of Ziethen’s I Corps links up with Wellington’s left flank.







	7.30–8.30 p.m.:


	A false message stating that Grouchy has arrived is distributed along the French line to raise French morale; just after 7.30 p.m. Napoleon launches eight battalions of the Imperial Guard against the Anglo-Allied centre, where heavy artillery fire inflicts serious losses on the attackers; fire from British infantry repulses the Imperial Guard; at about 8 p.m. infantry from the Prussian II Corps begin assault on Plancenoit from which French are at last permanently driven out.







	8.30–10 p.m.:


	French rout begins around 8.30 p.m.; Wellington signals a general advance; squares of the Old Guard retire slowly in fighting retreat; Prussians assume responsibility for pursuing the fleeing French; Blücher and Wellington meet south of La Belle Alliance.










INTRODUCTION



Producing yet another account of the Battle of Waterloo – about which more ink has been spilt than any other single clash of arms in history – confronts the historian with a number of salient problems, not least the fact that the task defies all attempts to render a truly accurate and comprehensive treatment of a complex series of events confined to a single day and involving over 150,000 participants. Writing home three weeks after Waterloo, Ensign Edward Macready of the 30th Foot penned a great truism of military historiography in general, but more than particularly apt for Waterloo: ‘I am endeavouring to do an impossibility,’ he said, ‘to describe a battle.’1 In short, no single account can truly grasp the scale, complexity – the simultaneity of events – much less the horror, elation, pain, excitement and the extraordinary range of other human emotions and other sensations of battle involving both sight and sound. The limitations of space alone preclude adequate treatment of so vast a subject as Waterloo. Struggling to report home the day’s drama, Private John Lewis, 95th Foot, wrote: ‘my pen cannot explain to you nor twenty sheets of paper would not contain what I could say about it’.2


Of course, in the final analysis any battle can be explained, albeit to an imperfect degree, and many historians have done just that with respect to Waterloo.3 Yet the feasibility of the task alone does not justify one in adding further to the mountain of knowledge already acquired. Having said this, the large collection of new primary source material gathered in the last decade, when examined in conjunction with previously published eyewitness accounts, offers the appealing possibility of shedding new light on an old subject matter. This work has sought to exploit such material and to present the battle from a new perspective – exclusively from that of the British soldier.


Inevitably, some shortcomings thereby arise; for instance the absence, by definition, of coverage from the perspective of the various German and Dutch-Belgian forces who fought in Wellington’s army – hence the Hanoverians’ defence of La Haye Sainte or the part played by the Nassauers at Hougoumont must necessarily receive but limited coverage here – yet, without implying by the absence of their voices the important contribution which they and the other non-British contingents of Wellington’s army made towards victory. This approach of course also excludes the French and Prussian perspectives, though readers wishing to examine those may consult the relevant scholarship devoted specifically to those subjects,4 quite apart from material contained in every standard work on Waterloo. In short, while the benefits of adopting a multinational approach to the battle must be recognised, much may be gleaned by focusing on a single perspective and examining it in detail. The present work, therefore, devotes careful attention to the parts played by individual units or commanders. In short, the battle is viewed from the eyewitness perspectives of officers and men in order to provide an impression of the conditions and experience of battle, as well as close examination of of troop movements – including in many cases the precise positioning of British units – and analysis of episodes and phases of battle.


Eyewitness sources provide exceedingly valuable new insights into our understanding of Waterloo; yet they are by no means authoritative: every source suffers from innate weaknesses in terms of reliability and the limited scope of the author’s perspective, consigning to the military historian the not inconsiderable task of separating fact from fiction and exaggeration from understatement. In short, one must piece together the complex mosaic of battle from myriad sources of varying length and quality and seek, in so doing, to furnish a reasonably clear and accurate version of events. No definitive account is, of course, ever possible, for the reason provided in a letter written a few weeks after Waterloo by Lieutenant Colonel Sir Robert Gardiner, Royal Artillery:




You will observe my dear sir, that I can only offer what you will consider general outlines of the occurrences of this most glorious day. I have noticed them as nearly as I have been able, under the impressions which they effected at the time. It is a task for which few have adequate powers, to enter on what I should consider a perfect narrative of its events, they can only be traced in the individual testimony of every man whose fortune it was to bear a part in its achievement …5





Yet even when blessed with a treasure trove of primary sources, there remain the issues of accuracy and reliability. Some correspondents and diarists confidently assert the veracity of their accounts, such as Major General Sir Hussey Vivian, commander of the 6th Cavalry Brigade who, writing in 1837, more than twenty years after Waterloo, confidently stated that he could provide an accurate account of the events in which his formation took part. ‘I do not know how or why it was,’ he wrote:




but I felt on that day so perfectly cool & collected that I have the most exact recollection of everything that occurred immediately about where I was placed & most especially as to what occurred to those under my orders as far as it came under my observation.6





Ensign J.P. Dirom was equally confident of his powers of recollection: ‘With regard to our formation, that of the Imperial Guard, and what took place, I feel as certain as if it had only occurred yesterday.’7 Another officer, in 1842, wrote of his ‘personal observation and recollections [being] as vivid to me at the present moment as they were on the 18th June [1815].’8


These officers may be correct insofar as their own memory and field of vision are concerned. Yet the fact remains that notwithstanding the benefits of eyewitness accounts written in the immediate wake of battle, or accounts recorded by participants long after the event but nonetheless penned by those with the sharpest of recollections, no single participant in a battle of any significant scale can furnish anything but a very superficial and localised account of his experiences. As Captain Alexander Mercer, commander of a battery of horse artillery, very perceptively observed in his memoirs, short of enjoying a vantage point with a commanding view over the whole of the battlefield, a single observer possesses but a very limited perspective on the events unfolding around him. ‘Depend upon it,’ said Mercer:




he who pretends to give a general account of a great battle from his own observation deceives you – believe him not. He can see no farther (that is, if he be personally engaged in it) than the length of his nose; and how is he to tell what is passing two or three miles off, with hills and trees and buildings intervening, and all enveloped in smoke?9





Captain John Kincaid of the 95th Foot, positioned near La Haye Sainte, noted similarly that: ‘the higher ground near us, prevented our seeing anything of what was going on’, a situation only exacerbated by the fact that the ‘smoke hung so thick about, that, although not more than eighty yards asunder, we could only distinguish each other by the flashes of the pieces’.10 Lieutenant Brown of the 4th Foot echoed his views:




[I] fancy that Regimental Officers, and more particularly Company Officers, have little time or opportunity of knowing anything beyond their own Division or Brigade, and that the smoke, the bustle, which I fear is almost inseparable to Regiments when close to the Enemy, and more particularly the attention which is required from the Company Officers to their men, intercepts all possibility of their giving any correct account of the battles in which they may be engaged.11





Major Dawson Kelly, 73rd Foot, recalled that, with respect to gleaning an understanding of the circumstances surrounding the attack of the Imperial Guard:




The fog and smoke lay so heavy upon the ground that we could only ascertain the approach of the Enemy by the noise and clashing of arms which the French usually make in their advance to attack, and it has often occurred to me from the above circumstance (the heavy fog), that the accuracy and the particulars with which the Crisis has been so frequently and so minutely discussed, must have had a good deal of fancy in the narrative.12





Smoke proved the biggest problem, Lieutenant William Ingilby, Royal Horse Artillery, noting that around 8.30 p.m. ‘the smoke was so dense we could for a time see nothing immediately before us…’13 John Scott, a 10-year-old triangle player attached to the 42nd Foot, recalled how ‘the smoke hung so thick around us that we could see little’.14 Commissary Tupper Carey watched smoke spread from right to left as the cannonade intensified, enveloping the whole position in dense smoke, obscuring all observation.15


Fortunately for the historian, most British units at Waterloo occupied more or less the same positions throughout the course of the day, a fact that lends a degree of accuracy to the numerous letters and journal extracts relevant to the battle. Still, exceptions remain, not least with some of the cavalry whose position, as noted by an unknown officer of the 18th Hussars, ‘was so varied, that I hardly know how to define the exact one …’16


The limited physical view of participants in combat constitutes but one of the many potential shortcomings that plague eyewitness accounts, obliging the military historian always to remain somewhat circumspect when examining primary sources. In short, one faces a veritable minefield of problems: some letters and memoirs are written with self-serving motives, exaggerating or embellishing facts; others inadvertently oversimplify a series of events or, conversely, assign disproportionate significance to events important only to the writer and the recipient of his communication. Still others fabricate experiences or statistics or simply exclude information which may be vital for the historian but not worthy of notice – or at least recording – by a participant, thereby rendering their correspondence incomplete or fragmentary. Finally, of course, the accuracy of memoirs written long after the fact may fall victim to fading memories or distorted recollections. Private Thomas Playford’s memoir is a case in point:




The occurrences of the 18th of June have a place in my memory like a dreadful dream; like some fearful vision of the night when gloomy horrors brood over the [mind?]. Scenes of frightful destructions flit before my mind as shadows and yet I know that they represent awful realities. I have a confused, disjointed recollection of many things; yet no clear, comprehensive idea of them as a whole.17





Other challenges confound the work of anyone attempting to produce an account of Waterloo, above all one based primarily on first-hand accounts. These may be written with a personal agenda in mind, as an apologia in defence of one’s conduct in the hopes of preserving or retrieving a sullied reputation or impugned character; or they may appear in print with some other motivation – perhaps merely the desire to ‘improve’ a story to lend it drama. This tends to be more prevalent amongst those who write in hope of publishing their memoirs, diaries or other forms of reportage. But even those inclined to an honest approach to their subject may draw upon the perspectives of others the veracity of whose accounts must be subjected to scrutiny. Captain Rees Howell Gronow, 1st Foot Guards, said of the sources he drew upon in producing his memoirs:




Though I took but a humble part in this great contest, yet I had opportunities of seeing and hearing much, both during and after the battle. My anecdotes are derived either from personal experience and observation, from the conversation of those to whom they refer, or from the common talk of the army at the time; and many of these anecdotes may be new to my readers.18





Errors and omission also arise owing to the sheer confusion of battle or to contradictions between the accounts of eyewitnesses, as Major George De Lacy Evans, an aide-de-camp to Major General Sir William Ponsonby, observed:




You speak of the difficulties you have in reconciling different accounts of eye-witnesses. This is only what invariably occurs. There is scarcely an instance, I think, of two persons, even though only fifty yards distant from each other, who give of such events a concurring account.19





John Davy, a hospital assistant writing from Brussels three weeks after the battle, summed the problem associated with rendering a clear picture out of chaos:




I will try to give you a sketch of what I have seen: it will be very imperfect, for a scene of confusion scarcely allows of accurate observation and those engaged in it are usually those who remember least, individual matters occupying their attention, they know little or nothing of the general state of things.20





Such confusion manifests itself in print in various ways, such as with respect to the numbers of combatants engaged – a statistic seldom accurately known except by those on the headquarters staff. Gronow, for instance, wildly overestimated the number of Imperial Guardsmen attacking the Anglo-Allied position at the close of the day – ‘about 20,000’ he claimed – while Ross-Lewin stated it as only half as many, a figure still too high.21 Lieutenant Colonel Sir John May joined this chorus when he exaggerated the numbers of both infantry and artillery: ‘In his [Napoleon’s] last effort he is said to have assembled 20,000 infantry of his Guards, 96 pieces of can[n]on and with cavalry on the flanks, advanced to pierce our centre.’22 Captain Gronow also inflated – almost certainly inadvertently – the number of attackers involved in this particular phase of the battle.23 Captain Courtenay Ilbert, Royal Artillery, wrongly estimated overall French strength at 125,000 men – about 50,000 in excess of the true figure,24 while Lieutenant Standish O’Grady, 7th Hussars, went further, claiming the French outnumbered the Anglo-Allies by two to one,25 as did Sir John May.26 ‘The very lowest estimate of the enemy’s force on that day I have heard made puts it at 95,000 men’ wrote Lieutenant Colonel Lord Greenock, inadvertently adding 20,000 men to the true total. If on the other hand his figures for Wellington’s forces are incorrect, his qualitative observation on the troops is not far from the truth: ‘[M]any of the troops had scarcely ever seen a shot fired.’27 Lieutenant Colonel James Stanhope, 1st Foot Guards, reckoned the French possessed over 100,000 men – an overestimate of about 30,000, although if one included Grouchy’s detached corps at Wavre (unknown to British troops at Waterloo) this figure is remarkably accurate.28 A high number of British participants, like Lord Saltoun, also of the 1st Foot Guards, greatly overestimated French strength at 120,000 men – an exaggeration of more than 40,000.29


Some contemporaries provided fairly accurate figures for Anglo-Allied strength. Ross-Lewin, for instance, in stating Wellington’s army as having a strength of 70,000 men, came very close to the mark.30 Still, even when Sir John May correctly estimated that ‘The Duke had about 70,000 infantry, 10,000 cavalry and about 150 pieces of cannon’, he was quite incorrect when describing, at least in overall strength, Napoleon’s force as ‘very much greater’.31 The French were indeed much superior in cavalry and artillery, but almost identical to their adversaries in overall numbers. Colonel Sir George Wood, a fellow artillery officer, proved almost exactly right when estimating the army’s strength at about 80,000, half of it British, though overly harsh in describing it as ‘a very bad army’.32


Still, in general, the great majority of contemporaries who offer up statistics concerning troop strengths do so across a bewildering range of sometimes wild and speculative numbers – especially respecting French forces, which they invariably inflate. Numerous letters, for instance, make reference to the numbers of French killed and the number of guns captured. In many cases these statistics are entirely unreliable. ‘The enemy doubled our number’, claimed Lieutenant William Chapman, 95th Foot. ‘I have no doubt of his losing more men that day than we had in the field …’33 When Ensign Thomas Wedgwood of the 3rd Foot Guards stated that ‘[t]he French have lost about 90 pieces of cannon and an immense number of killed and wounded’,34 he was certainly right about the latter statistic, but under-reported the former. Sir John May reckoned the French abandoned 122 pieces of artillery and approximately 300 ammunition caissons and wagons – another underestimate.35 Gunner John Edwards came closer to the true figure when he claimed the French abandoned 210 guns and several hundred wagons, ‘the ground covered with men and horses four or five miles’ – doubtless a reference to those who fell during the retreat across the area extending south of the battlefield rather than to those wounded and killed across its very much narrower breadth.36


Other exaggerated claims litter contemporary correspondence. An unknown sergeant of the Scots Greys claimed that at the Battle of Quatre Bras, fought two days before Waterloo, British artillery ‘mowed the French like grass’, killing thousands37 – a patently false assertion. Colonel Sir George Wood, commanding the artillery at Waterloo, toured the Waterloo battlefield on the 19th and calculated that of the 19,000 troops he estimated as killed at least 17,000 died from artillery fire, concluding: ‘The battle in fact was a battle of artillery altogether, and decided by the guns.’38 Quite apart from the fact that his casualty figures are woefully too small, he wrongly assigns too much credit to his own arm of service for the outcome of the battle, as did a cavalry officer, Captain George Luard, 18th Hussars, who farcically claimed that ‘Towards the close of the evening our turn came, and I do not hesitate in saying that our gallant and desperate charge decided the fate of the day.’39 Paymaster James Cocksedge, 15th Hussars, greatly exaggerated losses amongst Anglo-Allied cavalry when claiming a 50 per cent casualty rate.40


A number of errors also arise in primary sources in connection with the massed French cavalry charges in the afternoon, by far the most common constituting numerous participants’ mistaken belief that the cuirassiers comprised units of the Imperial Guard.41 These splendidly armoured cavalry did indeed enjoy an elite status, yet they nevertheless formed part of the regular mounted formations of the army. Nor did they carry lances, as claimed by Lieutenant James Crummer, though no other source appears to have committed this very obvious error, the cuirassiers being famous for their long, straight swords.42 Lieutenant Richard Eyre of the 95th Foot advanced the grossly exaggerated claim that ‘30,000 cavalry charged on a single occasion’,43 while Captain George Barlow, 69th Foot, claimed that Marshal Murat led the cavalry44 – a perhaps forgivable sin in light of the fact that Murat had commanded Napoleon’s cavalry in most of the principal campaigns of the previous decade and did in fact unsuccessfully apply for a command in the campaign of the Hundred Days. Other errors contained in several British letters and diaries with respect to the French cavalry attacks include Gunner John Edwards’ recording of those assaults having begun at 10.30 a.m., when in fact they did not commence until well into the afternoon.45


Historians must also confront a range of various other inaccuracies and falsehoods, some concerning specific commanders in the field. Colonel Colin Campbell claimed Major General Sir William Ponsonby was taken prisoner, when in fact he died leading the charge of his heavy cavalry brigade.46 False rumours spread throughout Allied lines that Jérôme Bonaparte had died of wounds and a number of correspondents recorded this as fact.47 Another officer reported that Napoleon was wounded in the arm, had had two horses killed under him, and that both Prince Jérôme, commander of the French 6th Division, and Comte Vandamme, commander of III Corps, were dead.48 Captain Thomas Wildman, 7th Hussars, heard reports of Jérôme and Marshal Murat being dead and General Bertrand having his leg, while Chaplain George Stonestreet wrongly claimed Jérôme was a prisoner; in fact, not only were Jérôme and Bertrand not dead – or even wounded for that matter – but Murat was not even present.49 Other false reports include that of Courtenay Ilbert, a captain in the Royal Artillery, who stated that ‘Bonaparte was in front of his troops the whole day and in every part where the greatest slaughter was going on’,50 when in fact Napoleon remained idle at Rossomme, well behind the front line, for practically the whole of the action.


Several accounts, moreover, misidentify friendly units, like one soldier’s belief that due to severe losses the Black Watch combined with the 77th Foot, when in reality the latter unit was not present at Waterloo; it was the 44th to which John Scott was actually referring.51 Other soldiers misidentify enemy units or wrongly connect them with events in which they took no part, the most common of these constituting the contention that the Old Guard attacked up the ridge at the close of the battle,52 when in fact the Middle Guard mounted the slope. One British officer mistakenly believed that the final French attack consisted of the Young, rather than the Middle, Guard,53 while Gronow wrongly stated in his memoirs that it was the Young Guard that advanced against Hougoumont at the outset of the battle,54 when in fact the attackers consisted of ordinary regiments of line and light infantry from d’Erlon’s I Corps. The Young Guard, as is well known, engaged the Prussians in the village of Plancenoit on the extreme French right and consequently took no part in the fighting against Wellington’s centre. Other errors connected with the Imperial Guard abound: in 1846, Private Thomas Patton, 28th Foot, claimed that his battalion was responsible for repulsing the Imperial Guard55 when in fact his battalion played no part whatsoever in that episode. Lieutenant General Sir Henry Clinton, commander of the 2nd Division, mistakenly believed that troops from Brunswick assisted in the defence of the farm complex of Hougoumont, when in reality the foreign troops to which he referred were Nassauers.56 Ensign Thomas Wedgwood, 3rd Foot Guards, a participant in the defence of the same place and consequently in a position to speak with authority, nevertheless wrongly asserted that the French knocked down part of the walls of the Hougoumont enclosure with artillery.57


Some errors concern the Prussians, such as the common assertion amongst British soldiers – ignorant of the fighting raging in Plancenoit between the French and Prussians on the extreme French right – that the Anglo-Allies had fought entirely unassisted on 18 June, with the Prussian arrival on the battlefield only coinciding with the British repulse of the Imperial Guard during the final moments of the battle. ‘The Prussians were not attacked,’ wrote a colonel of artillery, ‘but all the weight of the French fell on us.’58 Another officer claimed the late arrival of the Prussians ‘was occasioned by the circumstance of a house so near the Bridge of Wavre having taken fire, that it was not safe for artillery to pass, a bridge was therefore to be constructed’.59 No such event took place. Further, while he may have been only 10 at Waterloo, and by his own admission as a man in his 80s remembered very little of the action in his capacity as a triangle player attached to the Black Watch (his father’s regiment), John Scott’s sweeping assertion about the conduct of Dutch-Belgian troops is patently inaccurate, though some, as we shall see, did behave disgracefully. ‘They never fired a shot,’ Scott recalled, ‘for as soon as the first crack was heard they were off as hard as they could go.’60 Further examples include a greatly exaggerated version of an incident at Quatre Bras penned by the Assistant Quartermaster General: ‘The French lancers drove the 42nd into the river and the battle lasted between them, breast high in the water two hours, the English pulling the lancers off their horses into the water, and drowning them.’61


Other problems associated with first-hand accounts present themselves, such as wide variations in timings. Under the confusing circumstances associated with battle men are seldom concerned with the passage of time and regularly contradict each other’s accounts on this question and even, on some occasions, the sequence of events. Ordinary soldiers did not carry pocket-watches and their officers did not as a rule synchronise theirs with their fellows; indeed, as late as the Crimean War half a century later, the practice had yet to attain universal acceptance. The dozens of memoirs and hundreds of letters written by British officers and men present at Waterloo reveal them as largely unconcerned with or unaware of the time during which a particularly noteworthy moment in the fighting occurred – a fact reflected by the very infrequent references made to these matters in their correspondence and journals.


Indeed, this is so much the case that few accounts even agree on as simple an issue as the time at which fighting commenced on the morning of battle. Examples are legion. Troop Sergeant Major James Page, 1st Dragoon Guards, claimed the battle started at ‘day break’.62 Gunner John Edwards recorded the action as starting at 8 a.m.,63 while Wheeler put it an hour later.64 The Duke of Wellington himself stated in his dispatch to the War Office that the battle began at 10 a.m.,65 which conforms to information contained in the letters written by Ensign Thomas Wedgwood, 3rd Foot Guards,66 Ensign Charles Short, Coldstream Guards,67 Lieutenant Colonel Sir Robert Gardiner, Royal Artillery,68 Cornet James Gape, Scots Greys69 and Sergeant William Dewar, 1/79th.70 On the other hand, in his memoirs written many years later, Ross-Lewin recorded the fighting as beginning a few minutes past ten,71 whereas Sergeant Archibald Johnston, Scots Greys, and Ensign William Thain, 33rd Foot asserted it as 10.30 a.m.72 Colonel Sir George Wood recorded the battle as beginning around 10.30 or 10.45 a.m.73 The majority of correspondents and diarists state that the battle began at 11 a.m.; these include such varied individuals as Private Joseph Lord, 2nd Life Guards,74 Lady De Lancey, wife of Colonel Sir William De Lancey, Deputy Quartermaster General of the army,75 Sir Richard Henegan,76 Lieutenant General Sir Henry Clinton,77 Sergeant William Tennant, 1st Foot Guards,78 Major General Sir Hussey Vivian, commander of the 6th Cavalry Brigade,79 Lieutenant Colonel Henry Murray, 18th Hussars,80 Lieutenant Richard Cocks Eyre, 2/95th,81 Captain George Barlow, 69th Foot,82 Lieutenant Henry Lane, 15th Hussars,83 Colonel Colin Campbell, Commandant at Headquarters,84 Lieutenant George Gunning, 1st Dragoons,85 Captain Edward Kelly, 1st Life Guards,86 Lieutenant John Sperling, Royal Engineers,87 and Major John Oldfield, also of the Engineers.88 On the other hand, Lieutenant Colonel Francis Home, 3rd Foot Guards, and an officer in the 52nd Foot recorded the battle as beginning at 11.20 a.m.,89 whereas Captain Orlando Bridgeman, 1st Foot Guards and aide-de-camp to Lieutenant General Lord Hill, indicated a time ten minutes later, at half past the hour,90 as did Ensign Edward Macready, 30th Foot,91 giving the time agreed by most historians – but in light of the weight of evidence almost certainly incorrect. Yet conflicting evidence does not end there: Major General Lord Edward Somerset, Commander of the brigade of Household Cavalry, stated the battle to have begun at 11.50 a.m.,92 whereas numerous participants thought the battle commenced at noon, including Captain Peter Bowlby, 1/4th,93 Captain Horace Churchill, 1st Foot Guards,94 and Sir John May, Royal Artillery,95 together with Private John Marshall, 10th Hussars,96 Sir John May, in a second letter,97 Ensign William Thain, 33rd Foot,98 Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Ponsonby, commander of the 12th Light Dragoons,99 Captain James Nixon, 1st Foot Guards,100 Captain Joseph Logan of the 95th Foot,101 Lieutenant John Pratt, 30th Regiment,102 Commissary Tupper Carey,103 Private John Abbott, 1/51st,104 Lieutenant Colonel Lord Saltoun, 3/1st Foot Guards,105 Lieutenant William Ingilby, Royal Horse Artillery,106 Captain Henry Grove, 23rd Light Dragoons,107 Captain Thomas Wildman, 7th Hussars,108 and Captain James Naylor, 1st Dragoon Guards.109 Remarkably, Captain Courtenay Ilbert, Royal Artillery, recorded the battle as having begun at 1 p.m.,110 fully two hours after it actually occurred. One must also note that the timings of particular events also vary greatly between participants’ accounts. Kincaid, for instance, indicates in his memoirs that the defenders of La Haye Sainte lost control of their position not later than 4 p.m., when in fact the garrison held out for another two and a half hours,111 while various sources disagree as to the timing of the attack of the Imperial Guard or the arrival of the Prussians on Wellington’s left flank. Lieutenant Robert Winchester of the 92nd reckoned the Imperial Guard advanced to the attack at 7 p.m.,112 whereas Captain Clark Kennedy, Royal Dragoons, recalled the general Allied advance occurring at the same time, when of course the latter actually followed the former.113


Confronted by such contradictory accounts one must approach all records – whether written in the immediate aftermath of the battle or decades later – with a certain degree of circumspection. Nonetheless, most of the first-hand sources on which this work depends constitute letters written at the time of the campaign. Many were written the day after the battle – under circumstances in which the writer possessed no agenda for deliberate deception or inaccuracy, no eye on future publication, and with an intended readership usually confined to a single recipient, almost invariably a close member of his family. Nor must one discount sources written with the perspective of a significant passage of time, for some bear a ring of truth on the basis of the writer’s particularly valuable insight, especially when corroborated by other evidence. Sergeant Major Edward Cotton, for instance, although writing years after the campaign, did so with probably a uniquely informed perspective of the Waterloo battlefield, having taken up long-term residence in the village of Mont St Jean, where he died in June 1849. In that capacity Cotton acquired an intimate acquaintance of the ground well before its alteration by the construction of the Lion Mound that stands upon it today and spoke with, and acted as a guide to, dozens of veterans who returned over the years to visit the site.114


It therefore behoves today’s historian to endeavour to refine and, where appropriate, revise our understanding of Waterloo in light of any fresh material which, drawing conclusions based on the most logical interpretation of those primary sources. The present work – albeit having examined most of the secondary literature – therefore relies almost exclusively on original sources, some previously published, but most the product of the extraordinary efforts made by Gareth Glover, who has painstakingly compiled six volumes (four of these exclusively British sources) of almost entirely unpublished letters and journal extracts connected with the Waterloo campaign. The present work draws extensively upon this new and extremely valuable research, not least with an eye to correct the inconsistencies and contradictions repeated over time and without challenge, by historians relying on the versions of events originally committed to paper in the nineteenth century.


Writing home a fortnight after Waterloo, Captain Arthur Kennedy, 18th Hussars, noted that the importance of the victory over the French ‘will give more employment to the pen of … future historians than probably any 14 days ever did since the commencement of the world’.115 One certainly need not have waited two centuries to prove the profound truth of that assertion. The fact is, Waterloo holds an enduring international appeal, with greater attention than ever focusing on the event as the bicentenary approaches. Accounting for this fascination amongst scholars, students, lay readers, historical re-enactors and war gamers poses little challenge, for few battles combine so many separate, but each compelling, struggles within a greater struggle: the stubborn defence of Hougoumont, – a position ‘as vigorously fought for by the enemy’, wrote Henegan, ‘as valiantly defended by the allies’;116 – the fight for the little farm of La Haye Sainte, the charge of the French heavy cavalry against Wellington’s centre, the bitter street fighting in Plancenoit, the attack of Napoleon’s Imperial Guard and a host of other remarkable episodes whose outcomes in nearly every case remained in the balance until evening. Waterloo offers a glimpse into the events of a single day whose salient features appear to bear little resemblance to the experience of combat familiar to us today. The ‘invisible battlefield’ – that eerie environment shaped by the lethality of fire that so often separates combatants to the extent that they become effectively unseen – has brought a cold, impersonal detachment to what the soldiers of 1815 understood as a very intimate business of killing. The pathos associated with men deployed shoulder-to-shoulder, following a strict evolution of drill in order to load and fire their muskets in volley at their geometrically arranged opposites from harrowingly short distances; and the dramatic spectacle of horsemen, resplendent in impractical but superbly colourful uniforms, wielding sword or lance, holds a particularly romantic appeal to some who, with considerable justice, believe that war since 1914 has reduced mankind to new depths of inhumanity – even barbarism – sullied by the substitution of machines for men, by the horrors associated with the mass destruction of civilians from 20,000ft and by conflicts waged for less honourable motives than those of an apparently lost, halcyon age. The sheer spectacle of Waterloo – undoubtedly dreadful in its own sanguinary nature – nevertheless distinguishes it from all such modern, mechanised horrors. Lieutenant William Ingilby Royal Artillery described the battle as:




… the greatest of all sights I have ever yet witnessed … I believe the veterans of the veterans hardly could form an idea of the struggle we had for the victory. The continued and incessant roar of the cannon during the whole of the day, accompanied by the regular rolls of musketry, and [the] perfect view I had of all the different charges of the cavalry, certainly rendered it the grandest and most awful scene I had ever been present in, in my life.117





Ensign Edmund Wheatley was equally descriptive:




Nothing could equal the splendour and terror of the scene. Charge after charge succeeded in constant succession. The clashing of swords, the clattering of musketry, the hissing of balls, and shouts and clamours produced a sound, jarring and confounding the senses, as if hell and the Devil were in evil contention.118





Lieutenant John Sperling’s account is equally compelling about the chaos of battle:




Sometimes we were enveloped in smoke; shells bursting on all sides, cannon balls and bullets flying about. Nevertheless, every movement was effected with that order and precision which excited admiration, even in such a terrific scene of desolation, in which were continually multiplying the dead and dying. Horses were galloping about, having lost their riders; others were maimed. Wounded men were limping or creeping to the rear; others, more severely [wounded], were being assisted.119





‘What a glorious day was yesterday’, declared Lieutenant Colonel John Woodford, 1st Foot Guards. ‘[M]y imagination is still full of squares & cavalry & charging & melees.’120 Lieutenant George Horton, 71st Foot, called it ‘the most beautiful sight I ever saw’.121


The act of men standing opposite one another and blazing away like rival firing squads until the steadiness of one side or the other broke under the pressure of fire or the impact of a bayonet assault somehow sparks the imagination, reminding us of the extraordinary courage required of soldiers who, quite literally, could see the whites of the enemy’s eyes. ‘Never,’ recorded Ross-Lewin in his memoirs, ‘were positions more furiously attacked or more obstinately defended.’122 Captain William Bowles, a naval officer in Brussels, summed up the views of many of his contemporaries: ‘Nothing could exceed the desperation of the French attacks except the determination of the British infantry not to be beaten.’123 To Sergeant Major Cotton, Waterloo constituted ‘as noble a display of valour and discipline, as is to be found either in our own military annals, or in those of any other nation’,124 a sentiment echoed by Henegan: ‘[B]oth armies displayed a desperate valour, that has never been surpassed.’125 Lieutenant Colonel John Fremantle, one of Wellington’s aides-de-camp, said of the four-day campaign that it was ‘as severe [an] operation as ever were known I suppose in the annals of military history’,126 while Lieutenant Colonel Lord Saltoun, commander of the 3rd Battalion 1st Foot Guards, described Quatre Bras and Waterloo as ‘two of the sharpest actions ever fought by men’.127 Private Samuel Boulter of the Scots Greys wrote of ‘the dreadful yet glorious battle of Waterloo’.128 The extraordinary toll of dead inspired practically every correspondent to comment on the fearful losses, like Ensign Jack Barnett of the 71st. ‘… I can say nothing of the battle,’ he wrote three days later, ‘further than that all the old soldiers say, they never saw so great a slaughter.’129 Captain George Bowles of the Coldstream Guards, the day after the carnage, wrote of ‘the glorious (though dearly earned) laurels of yesterday; a day which will always stand proudly pre-eminent in the annals of the British Army. A more desperate, and probably a more important, battle for the interest of Europe has hardly occurred even during the great events of the last three campaigns.’130 Captain Henry Grove, 23rd Light Dragoons, like so many of his comrades, fully appreciated the significance of the day, recording that:




The Battle of Waterloo will not be soon forgotten, as having determined the fate of Europe, and fought under the Great Wellington, defeating the French army under Bonaparte in person, in the severest fight ever detailed in history.131





Little wonder Waterloo continues to grip the imagination.


On a grand strategic level, it signified the end of an era – of over a century of conflict with France, with whom Britain would never again cross swords. Indeed, the two nations would co-operate in the Crimea forty years later and, of course, again in the two World Wars. It also marked the end of any further French attempts at territorial aggrandisement in Europe – hence Henegan’s description of the Waterloo campaign as ‘this glorious struggle for Europe’s freedom’.132 Captain George Barlow, 69th Foot, also recognised the magnitude of the event: ‘So decisive was the tremendous blow struck,’ he wrote the day after the fighting, ‘that tyranny [will] never be able to recover from its effects.’133 A fellow officer described the battle as a ‘mighty struggle which was to determine the fate of Europe’.134 Such observations rightly underscore the extraordinary significance of Waterloo, whose outcome signified the end of the long period of Anglo-French hostility that dated from the great conflict against Louis XIV commencing in 1689 – though some may trace it back to the Hundred Years War if not to the Norman invasion. Moreover, the comprehensive nature of Waterloo led to Napoleon’s final downfall and the redrawing of the map of Europe, with central Europe rationalised into a few dozen, instead of a few hundred, states – thereby setting the stage for German unification later in the century. Thus could Captain Arthur Kennedy, 18th Hussars, accurately assert:




Posterity ought to be much obliged to the British army of the present day for having terminated in so short a space of time what all Europe have been fighting for these 20 years. They will not have much more war I should think for the next 100 years at least if the cause of it is now (as he, I hope will be) put completely hors de combat and rendered for ever incapable of again disturbing the peace of civilised Society.135





Waterloo not only ended a generation of conflict, it put paid to such a blood-letting as Europe had not experienced since the religious wars of the seventeenth century and ushered in a hundred years of comparative peace. True, there were wars yet to be fought – the Crimean and those of Italian and German unification; but these paled into insignificance as compared with the sheer scale of the conflicts unleashed on Europe by the French revolutionaries in 1792, belatedly but definitively crushed in Belgium twenty-three years later. It was not for nothing that contemporary Britons referred to this period as ‘The Great War’ a century before the term was applied again in another, far more horrifying context.


Waterloo is not significant as representing a passing era of warfare and the beginning of a new phase, for the weaponry arrayed there bore a great deal in common with that deployed by the Duke of Marlborough’s army over a century earlier, and warfare on land would not undergo any genuinely significant change until the 1850s, with the application of rifling to small arms and, later, artillery, followed rapidly by the advent of breech-loading technology. But if the subtle differences between the weapons employed on either side at Waterloo did not palpably contribute to its outcome, the tactics employed there certainly did. In the absence of any great flanking movements on the battlefield, the battle amounted to a great slogging match, with the balance between victory and defeat depending heavily upon the degree of French determination to press home the attack and the stubbornness with which the Anglo-Allies were prepared to meet that attack. The fact that both sides fought with remarkable energy and spirit contributes all the more to the appeal of a subject that remains a great epic in the history of the British Army.


Contemporary accounts of Waterloo reveal several consistent themes which explain the longevity of interest in the battle. A paragraph from a letter written by Colonel Colin Campbell, Commandant at Headquarters, refers to several such themes:




We have gained a great and most glorious victory yesterday evening and totally defeated Bonaparte’s army … it was the severest and most bloody action ever fought and the British infantry has surpassed anything ever before known … this victory has saved Europe, it was frequently all but lost; but the Duke alone, by his extraordinary perseverance and example, saved the day.136





Therein lay a series of compelling points of interest: a dramatic, decisive event whose outcome hung in the balance throughout the day, with far-reaching political repercussions, only achieved after monumental exertion, determination and the costly expenditure of human life, with the leadership of a single man playing an instrumental role in the outcome of the contest.


British soldiers seldom highlighted in their correspondence or journals the particular significance of the engagements in which they participated in the Iberian Peninsula during the campaigns that immediately preceded those in Belgium. This is not to claim that the battles in Iberia were not hard-fought; merely that soldiers frequently drew distinctions between the severity of the fighting in Spain and Portugal with that characteristic of the Waterloo campaign, a fact reflected in the praise they heaped upon their comrades: ‘Nothing could exceed the gallantry both of the officers and men’, wrote Major General Peregrine Maitland when reporting the result of the fighting at Waterloo.137 Lieutenant Colonel the Hon. James Stanhope, 1st Foot Guards, writing about the bitter struggle for possession of the farm complex at Hougoumont, offered well-deserved praise to its defenders: ‘The steadiness and unconquerable obstinacy with which the Second Brigade held a wood & house in the front of our right excited the admiration of all & saved us.’138 The Assistant Adjutant General concluded that the troops ‘behaved well and showed the greatest steadiness under the most tremendous cannonade and most persevering attacks of a very superior force of cavalry and infantry’.139 As far as Captain James Nixon, 1st Foot Guards, was concerned, the ‘steadiness and great endurance of privations for yesterday’s total victory, are equalled by none of modern days, excepting Leipzig’.140 Elizabeth Ord, a civilian in Brussels at the time of the battle, rightly declared that ‘there is no end of the instances of heroism that were displayed from the Duke down to the common men on this tremendous & glorious day’.141 Lieutenant Colonel Sir Henry Willoughby Rooke, Assistant Adjutant General, described the battle as ‘one of the hardest fought’,142 while Colonel Felton Hervey, 14th Light Dragoons, used more colourful language to express the same sentiment: ‘The French fought like madmen and the English like devils.’143 For Sergeant Thomas Critchley, Royal Dragoons, the battle was ‘dreadful and difficult to gain, I can assure you, although we made a complete victory of it with hard fighting, by the double courage of our British heroes’.144 An ordinary soldier, Gunner John Edwards, stated it more simply, but with equal expression: ‘Every man that never [saw] a bullet would [h]a[ve] thought that the world was at an end.’145


Contemporary British accounts also abound with admiration for the fighting spirit of the French – again, not a characteristic frequently encountered in letters and diaries associated with the Iberian experience of 1808 to 1814: ‘No troops could fight more desperately or with greater courage than the French’, declared Captain Orlando Bridgeman, 1st Foot Guards,146 while Sir John May claimed ‘the charges of cavalry, principally of the Imperial Guards and cuirassiers were terrific and would probably have shaken the nerves and solid squares of any other infantry but our own; and their infantry was led on with great spirit and determination’.147 Lieutenant Henry McMillan felt the same: ‘The heavy cavalry was the admiration of the whole army, they bore down everything that came in their way.’148 Lieutenant Colonel Sir Alexander Dickson expressed a similar sentiment: ‘You know I have seen a good deal of works, but such a day as this of close fighting and duration I never witnessed. The conduct of the French cavalry was brilliant, and no one but the Duke of Wellington could have resisted such impetuosity.’149


Lieutenant Colonel Sir John May paid specific tribute to the methods employed by the French: ‘The battle of the 18th,’ he wrote five days after the fighting, ‘was a most complete lesson in the art of war, and accounts for most satisfactorily to my mind of the causes why Bonaparte had such brilliant and decisive success over the allies until they were beaten into the same system.’150 Many observers heaped particular praise on the exploits of the French cavalry, the determination of which they had never witnessed before.151 ‘The cuirassiers did wonders’, wrote one officer. Another found the French attacking ‘with such impetuosity as we had never experienced in the Peninsula’, which he attributed to the personal presence of Napoleon.152 Hospital Assistant Isaac James claimed that ‘[t]he French fought better than ever they were known [to] and were not the British Army almost invincible it must have been beaten. The French were not defeated till evening and before it was doubtful as to our success.’153


It is for these reasons that Waterloo remains one of history’s greatest battles and the object of so much scholarship.
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND



In seeking to understand the Allies’ motives in wishing to defeat Napoleon one must examine, if only briefly, the wars spawned in 1792 by the French Revolution which, apart from a brief period of peace between March 1802 and May 1803, finally came to an end in the spring of 1814. The first phase of this fighting, known as the French Revolutionary Wars, arose principally out of two requirements of the new republic, one ideological and the other strategic. In the case of the former, the French sought to spread the principles of the Revolution abroad, specifically by appealing to the populations of the Low Countries, Switzerland, the Rhineland and northern Italy to throw off, as the revolutionaries characterised it, the yoke of monarchical tyranny, which represented the corrupt system of privilege the French themselves had cast off in the first years of social and political turmoil following the fall of the Bastille in 1789. Having seized that great fortress and prison – the very symbol of monarchical oppression – the revolutionaries established a national assembly. The powers of the king were curbed. Later, a republic was declared and a series of constitutions adopted. Finally, Louis was executed in January 1793 – as much to hail the triumphs of the Revolution as to offend the crowned heads of Europe, many of whom, by that time, had already seen the Revolution for what it was – a threat to their ideological well-being and the principle of legitimacy. Appreciating, too, that so much power as that gathered in the hands of men constituted a grave danger to European security – quite apart from the obvious threat to monarchical rule – Austria, Prussia, Holland, Spain and numerous smaller states went to war with France as early as April 1792.


The combined strength of this, the First Coalition, ought to have crushed the Revolution in short order; but through bungled strategy, competing war aims, indecisiveness and military incompetence in the face of the new, energetic and above all massive conscripted armies of the French republic, the Allied powers repeatedly failed to bring the revolutionaries to heel, forming in fact two impressive coalitions in the decade between 1792 and 1802 without accomplishing more than enabling France to expand her borders to an extent never even dreamed of by Louis XIV: the whole of the Low Countries, the west bank of the Rhine, the Alps (thus including parts of north-west Italy) and the Pyrenees – the so-called natural frontiers. In fact, there was nothing ‘natural’ about them at all, apart from the southern frontier with Spain, which had remained more or less unchanged for centuries. The French, not content merely to defend their own soil against, admittedly, those bent on the destruction of what amounted to wholesale improvements in the political, social and economic lives of millions of French citizens, took possession by force of arms these vast swathes of new territory, justifying these extraordinary conquests on the cynical basis that annexation, occupation or the imposition of some form of dependent status on the conquered inevitably benefited them all. Who, the argument ran, could fail to appreciate the advantages bestowed by the Revolution? Accordingly, where neighbouring lands escaped outright annexation, they found themselves controlled either directly or indirectly from Paris – not quite akin to the eastern European experience of Soviet control in the wake of the Second World War – but something of a precursor of that phenomenon. Those states with the temerity to oppose the ‘liberators’ paid a heavy price: military intervention, forced requisitioning, the imposition of indemnities and, in many cases, outright annexation.


Disagreements within the Allied camp strongly contributed to the collapse of the First Coalition, a process begun as early as 1795 when Spain and Prussia, demoralised by failure to make progress against the growing strength of the republic, unilaterally abandoned their allies, which now included Britain since February 1793. After Austria suffered a series of humiliating defeats in her former Belgian possessions, along the Rhine and, above all, across northern Italy between 1796 and 1797, she concluded the Treaty of Campo Formio, which sounded the death knell for the First Coalition. A resurgent Austria, still supported by Britain and joined by Russia, Turkey and others, formed the Second Coalition in 1798, with some initial success. Most of northern Italy was retaken from the French, Russian forces managed to penetrate as far west as Switzerland and even co-operated with the British in Holland in 1799, but they withdrew from the fighting, leaving Britain practically on her own in 1801 once Austria concluded a separate peace with France at Lunéville. Thus, with an impasse created by French dominance on land and British supremacy at sea, the two sides agreed to peace at Amiens in the spring of 1802. No one could deny that, in standing utterly triumphant on the Continent – with the consequent radical shift in the balance of power – France reaped the lion’s share of the benefits.


French claims that she required buffer states to protect her from her ideological rivals rang hollow during the interlude of peace created at Amiens. If Britain could grudgingly accept by 1803 that the principles of the Revolution – admirable though most of them were – had been thrust upon France’s neighbours at the point of the bayonet and remained an incontestable fact of life in western Europe, it could not long tolerate the strategic imbalance which French occupation represented or the control of the belt of satellite states created to enhance and extend French power beyond historically accepted bounds. The renewal of war was inevitable even before the ink had dried at Amiens. Accordingly, hostilities resumed in May 1803, first in the form of a strictly Anglo-French conflict, but by the summer of 1805 to expand into a full-fledged coalition – the Third. By this time the Allies had ceased to insist upon the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy and concentrated simply on deposing Napoleon and restraining the overarching power of an expansive, now imperial, France. France no longer represented an ideological threat – the fact that Napoleon had reined in constitutionalism and established himself as virtual dictator confirmed the fact. Yet again, the Allies’ endeavour to re-establish a degree of strategic equilibrium on the Continent failed – and in shorter order than ever before – thanks to the capitulation of an entire Austrian army at Ulm in October 1805, followed swiftly by Napoleon’s decisive victory at Austerlitz, near Vienna, in December, which led to the coalition’s collapse. Napoleon, flushed with victory, renewed his nation’s bid for further territorial gain, a process rendered all the more permanent when he placed various members of his family on the thrones of some of his dependencies.


By establishing the Confederation of the Rhine in 1806, Napoleon could levy financial contributions as well as troops from a host of German states – some large like Bavaria and Saxony, some small like Hesse-Darmstadt and Mecklenburg. In his efforts to extend French influence well beyond central Europe, Napoleon also created a Polish satellite state known as the Duchy of Warsaw and redrew the map of Italy to consolidate his control, such that when, upon crushing the resurgent Russians at Friedland in June 1807, the Emperor concluded accords with Russia and Prussia at Tilsit, he controlled virtually the whole of the Continent from the Atlantic in the west to Denmark and the Prussian coast in the north, to Naples and the Adriatic coast in the south and to the Russian frontier in the east. In three short years the Napoleonic armies had cowed the three great continental powers of Austria, Russia and Prussia – a military feat not repeated again until Germany’s stunning successes in the early years of the Second World War. A resurgent Austria struck again in 1809, only to be cowed and further weakened by a punitive peace settlement. Britain, though supreme at sea, particularly after Trafalgar in October 1805, could only operate on land in a limited fashion, initially by seizing French colonies in the West Indies and mounting largely ineffectual expeditionary forces to the Continent. From 1805, however, she could and did fund her allies generously with subsidies; but in the wake of such catastrophes as Austerlitz, Jena and Friedland, financial aid proved woefully insufficient in reversing the hegemony imposed by France in the remarkable string of victories which marked out the Napoleonic heydays of 1805–07. Britain’s greatest contribution came in Iberia, in a struggle known as the Peninsular War – not the sideshow which some historians have dubbed it – where between 1808 and 1814 British, in conjunction chiefly with Portuguese but also Spanish, forces engaged the French, eventually driving them back over the Pyrenees.


With Napoleon’s ‘Spanish ulcer’, followed by his disastrous campaign in Russia in 1812, the Empire began to unravel. Three more coalitions followed, with the sixth (1813–14) finally successful in April 1814 in subduing France, forcing Napoleon’s abdication and exile to the tiny Mediterranean island of Elba and restoring the Bourbon dynasty in the person of Louis XVIII, with whom came a new charter designed not as a reactionary doctrine to return an exhausted France to the status quo antebellum – which even the monarchists understood to be both unrealistic and unworkable – but to provide for a parliamentary government which, at least in principle and appearance, would rival any found elsewhere in Europe. The king’s rule was to be established on a limited basis, including consultation with ministers and assistance provided by a bicameral legislature composed of a House of Peers nominated by Louis, as well as an assembly selected by electors eligible by virtue of their annual tax contribution.


Very sensibly, the king agreed that the very sizeable tracts of land once the property of the Crown and Church, which the Revolutionaries had sold off in the course of the 1790s, must remain in the hands of their new owners, many of whom could trace their new acquisitions back more than two decades. The new constitution guaranteed civil liberties, while many of the institutions and much of the bureaucracy of the Imperial years the royalist government retained with little amendment. The Restoration amounted, in effect, to a compromise, with the upper middle class accepting, albeit with some disgruntled protest, a new order that limited the power of the franchise while according to them, via a conservative legislature, the responsibility for enacting laws and levying taxes. If the broad public no longer enjoyed the influence upon politics which had constituted their new right from the earliest days of the Revolution, that memory now appeared a distant one in any event, for Napoleon’s seizure of power as First Consul in 1799 had largely put paid to the notion that the Revolution must remain in a state of perpetual change.


Yet in less than a year this system began to break down, so creating the widespread atmosphere of discontent by which Napoleon could profit by plotting his return to power. The government of Louis XVIII revealed itself much less sympathetic to liberal constitutionalism than the rhetoric of its first days in power implied, in so doing alienating not merely individuals on a broad scale, but whole sectors of society wielding varying degrees of power and whose voices and sentiments the new regime could only ignore at its peril. In practice, the Bourbons accepted no genuine admission of responsibility for rule based on cabinet government. Ministers advised and reported to the king on an individual basis and could – and regularly did – ignore the legislature, particularly the chambers. Many former courtiers, returned from exile or at the very least from obscurity within France, gathered in the Tuileries in a manner alarmingly reminiscent of the days prior to the fall of the Bastille.


In the army, much of the Napoleonic officer corps was retired on half-pay and replaced with sycophants and much of the breed of aristocrats whom the republicans had long ago, and with entire justification, removed from their posts on grounds ranging from simple incompetence to disloyalty to the new political realities of republicanism which had demanded their removal. To compound matters, an increasing number of elements lobbied for a restoration of their former privileged status, including émigré officers, priests and nobles. The ultra-royalists, in particular, sought a wholesale reversal of political affairs and made no attempt to conceal their contempt for a charter which they connived to replace with a restored, absolutist order. Personally, in his nonchalant attitude to the affairs of state and general neglect of business, Louis exhibited every sign of sympathy with the ultras, who therefore looked optimistically upon the prospect of achieving their objectives of reversing many features of political and social progress whose retention practically everyone else – that is, widely different spectra of French society – could agree upon.


Moreover, just as the royalists revelled in restoring the old order, so many former officers and civil servants, jettisoned from their positions upon the fall of the Empire in April 1814, longed for the return of Napoleonic rule. Many wished to re-establish the nation’s military prowess and thus extinguish the humiliation of defeat; others opposed the new regime on the ideological grounds that, notwithstanding the restrictions imposed on civil rights by the Napoleonic state, many of the gains achieved during the Revolution had remained down to the fall of the Empire; indeed, the introduction of the Napoleonic Code in 1802 had built upon these sweeping, often egalitarian reforms. This is not to claim that the nation as a whole enthusiastically longed for the Emperor’s return; the only truly reliable base of support was to be found amongst much, though by no means all, of the peasantry and former soldiers. No one longed for a return to the blood-letting that had left nearly a million French soldiers dead since 1792; but nor did they wish to return to pre-revolutionary conditions for whose destruction the nation had paid so high a price over the course of a generation.


Napoleon had never been resigned to managing the internal affairs of Elba – hardly surprising for a man who had controlled a vast empire and dreamed of pursuing his destiny once again. Determined to return to power, he sailed for France on the evening of 26 February, accompanied by a small flotilla and about 1,100 soldiers – all loyal followers who had remained with him on Elba. Three vessels, one French and the others British, failed to intercept Napoleon, who landed on 1 March near Antibes, in southern France, where the garrison offered no resistance. He then proceeded north, gathering adherents as he went, particularly at Laffrey, where whole units defected to his cause, leaving the Bourbon authorities in Paris paralysed by a situation in which the army revealed its true allegiances by refusing to stop the usurper’s progress towards the capital. At Lyon, thought to be a royalist stronghold, support for the king faltered and the city welcomed the prodigal emperor, thereby increasing his forces still further. Marshal Ney, one of the greatest commanders of the Imperial era but now in royal employ, initially pledged to capture the ‘Corsican ogre’ and return him to Paris in a cage; but, like thousands of others, he cast aside his allegiance to the king and gave further impetus to Napoleon’s momentum. Thus, entering the Tuileries Palace in triumph on 20 March, without so much as a shot being fired to oppose him, the Emperor re-established political and military authority over most of the country with minimal objection, apart from the Vendée and traditional royalist parts of the south; troops suppressed the uprising in the former, while the advance of Napoleonic forces against Marseille and Toulon brought them to heel without recourse to violence. There appeared a certain inevitability to the whole course of events, for Louis had accomplished little to attract popularity in the brief period of the Restoration and failed to summon the arguments required to oppose the return of a man whose promises to protect France from external threats met with wide popularity.


Napoleon ensured his popularity by promising reforms meant to reverse some of the reactionary measures implemented by the Bourbons. He abolished feudal titles and authorised public works, promised constitutional government in the style of the 1790s and liberal concessions like freedom of the press and the preservation of the constitutional assemblies established by Louis, but on a more democratic basis. At the same time, Napoleon hoped to placate the crowned heads of Europe by promising to honour existing treaties and declaring himself committed to peaceful co-existence with all Europe. All the while, however, he put out diplomatic feelers to some of the minor states of Iberia, Germany and Italy in pursuit of allies, appealing as well to foreigners who had served the Napoleonic cause to return to the fold.


The Allied governments, whose diplomatic representatives had sat in Vienna since the peace in order to re-establish some semblance of territorial logic out of the Continent’s radical redrawn borders, immediately declared their determination to oppose Napoleon personally – for this, the Seventh Coalition, was not to constitute a war waged against France as such, but a struggle against an illegitimate regime. Cries of righteous indignation from Napoleon in Paris that he intended to pursue a policy of peace towards his neighbours; that internal reform would mark his reign; and that he desired no territorial gains – and thus renounced all claims on foreign soil – fell on deaf ears – or rather on those for whom the Emperor’s past record of conquest rendered his promises very hollow indeed. Perhaps Napoleon genuinely sought to live in harmony with his neighbours and that the dispatch of Allied armies towards the French frontier accounted for the Emperor’s immediate decision to mobilise his resources; yet whatever the truth of the matter, the historical record comprehensively failed to assuage the anxieties of those who branded Napoleon an international pariah bent on re-imposing French hegemony over the whole of Europe.




2


BRITISH TROOPS AT WATERLOO



Whilst this study focuses chiefly on the experience of the British soldier at Waterloo, exhaustive material on the rival armies at Waterloo is available.1 Thus, on both counts, merely a brief outline of the French and Prussians armies should suffice here.


Immediately at Napoleon’s disposal stood the 200,000 men of Louis’ army, whose loyalty to the returned emperor carried over from the numerous previous campaigns in which many such troops had participated. Napoleon at once set about supplementing this force by recalling men from leave, drafting in repatriated prisoners and discharged veterans, inducting sailors into the army and appealing for volunteers. Potential manpower stood high, but the rapidity of events denied him the use of the nearly 50,000 men furnished by the class of 1815, who did not reach the army in the field before Waterloo. The emperor renamed his principal force l’Armée du Nord, which numbered 123,000 men and 350 guns at the outset of the campaign, and consisted of six corps, positioned in early June as follows: I Corps under the Comte d’Erlon at Lille; II Corps under Comte Reille at Valenciennes; III Corps under General Vandamme at Mézières; IV Corps under General Gérard at Metz; and VI Corps under Comte Lobau at Laon. The Imperial Guard stood at this time in Paris. The reserve cavalry, consisting of divisions under Generals Pajol, Exelmans, Milhaud and Kellermann, stood in camps between the rivers Aisne, the Meuse and the Sambre.


Smaller contingents, but totalling 104,800 troops, were deployed along various frontiers, for consolidating the whole disposable force – even if time enabled such an ambitious and vast enterprise – would have left the borders totally exposed. Besides, forces were also required to discourage unrest and suppress actual rebellion. In due course, Napoleon could confidently expect his field army to rise above 200,000 men. Apart from limited numbers, his army suffered from serious shortages of weapons, horses and equipment as a consequence of the previous regime’s neglect. Napoleon began to remedy these deficiencies from the moment he returned to power, such that by the time l’Armée du Nord took the field it possessed the requisite amount of materiel and represented a formidable, highly motivated fighting force.


In 1815, many of the veteran Prussian units that had fought in the campaigns of 1813–14 to clear not only their own country but all of central Europe of French forces were back on home soil or had undergone reductions as a consequence of large-scale demobilisation. These measures seriously affected Prussia’s state of preparedness, a circumstance exacerbated by financial problems that affected supply and equipment. Nevertheless, upon Napoleon’s departure from Elba, King Frederick William III ordered the full-scale mobilisation of regular forces and called out the militia, known as the Landwehr, so that by the start of the campaign Field Marshal Gebhard von Blücher commanded just over 130,000 troops and 304 pieces of artillery, organised into four corps.


As an island nation, Britain naturally devoted a far greater proportion of its resources to the Royal Navy (the responsibilities of which extended beyond the defence of the nation to wider strategic interests) than to the army. When war with France began in 1793, the army, which numbered a mere 45,000 men, had not fought in a major conflict in the decade since the end of the War of American Independence (1775–83), from which it emerged with a respectable battlefield record but a bruised sense of inadequacy as a result of the disastrous capitulations at Saratoga and Yorktown, in 1777 and 1781 resectively.


The army’s main responsibilities lay in the colonies and in the maintenance of order in restless Ireland. A massive two-thirds of the nation’s troops were serving abroad at the outbreak of war with Revolutionary France, leaving a tiny disposable force available for amphibious operations on the European continent. Even had the bulk of the army remained at home, it would still have paled in comparison to its larger continental counterparts, which in some cases numbered over 200,000 men. Thus, the main burden of the war on land for the first two coalitions (1792–97, 1798–1802) stood squarely on the shoulders of Austria and Russia, with Prussia, Spain and a host of smaller powers in support. This would remain so until 1808, when, with the rising in Spain against French occupation, an expeditionary force sent to Portugal under Lieutenant General Sir Arthur Wellesley (by the time of Waterloo, the Duke of Wellington) would begin the gradual build-up of British forces in the Iberian Peninsula. Under Wellington the army would ultimately oust the French from Portugal and Spain and invade France itself even before Britain’s allies crossed the Rhine in January 1814.


Recruitment focused largely on the lowest classes – those who sought an alternative to prison, a quest for adventure or, most commonly, release from poverty, as Moyle Sherer observed:




Wander where he will, a regiment is ever, to a single man, the best of homes … For him, who by the want of fortune or other controlling circumstances, is debarred the exquisite happiness of reposing his aching heart on that blessed resting-place, the bosom of a wife – for such a man there is no life, save one of travel or military occupation, which can excite feelings of interest or consolation. The hazard of losing life, which a soldier is often called on to encounter, gives to his existence, as often as it is preserved, a value it would, otherwise, soon cease to possess … if it is painful at a certain age, to think that, when you fall, no widow, no child, will drop a tear over your grave – it is, on the other hand, a comfort to know, that none are dependent upon your existence; that none will be left unprotected and in misery at your death.2





Others were drawn to the ranks out of more patriotic motives, like Sergeant Charles Wood, 1st Foot Guards, who:




… felt it my duty to go in search of that enemy of peace, the Tyrant of the World; and, if it were required, to die in the cause; for I was fully sensible we were defending truth and justice. Our object was Europe’s peace and happiness; and I was confident that God had only permitted the evil to bring about the greatest blessing, which I hope is nearly accomplished, though it has cost much blood.3





The record of the British Army during the war with Revolutionary France was mixed. Like his other eighteenth-century predecessors, especially his father, William Pitt (Prime Minister, 1783–1801, 1804–6) dispatched numerous minor expeditions – such as to Flanders in 1793–95 and to North Holland in 1799 – in order to divert French attention from the main theatre of war, but none of these made much of an impact on the greater strategic aims sought by Allied nations such as Austria, Prussia and Russia, who contributed far more substantial troops. The British Army also had a poor record of co-operation with the navy, on which it obviously depended for its transport and supply, and unlike the continental armies lacked a permanent system for organising regiments into formations higher than brigades, though a divisional system was later employed during the Peninsular War and in the Waterloo campaign.


Certainly the army enjoyed a number of successes in the West Indies in the 1790s, but this was by no means universal, with setbacks particularly notable on St Domingue (now Haiti). But far greater enemies awaited the army there: yellow fever, malaria and other tropical diseases ravaged the forces sent to that theatre, possibly accounting for as many as 100,000 deaths or invalid discharges. The most significant success enjoyed by the army during this period was Sir Ralph Abercromby’s expedition to Egypt in 1801, but by then the French Army there had been isolated for over two years and no longer posed a serious threat to the strategic interests of the Second Coalition (apart from the Ottoman Empire, of course) – and certainly no longer to British interests in India, as had been the case when Napoleon first arrived in 1798.


By the time the Napoleonic Wars began in 1803, the Commander-in-Chief, the Duke of York – an ineffective field commander but a superb administrator – had instituted a number of important reforms, while Sir John Moore had introduced light infantry and new training methods for the infantry as a whole. The government had by then begun to realise the folly of an understrength army and had raised its capacity to over 200,000 men, though many of these were still required for home defence and colonial policing; thus, the forces sent to Hanover and Naples in 1805 were again merely diversionary (and not terribly effective at that) and extremely small compared to the massive armies fielded by Austria and Russia in the main theatre of operations. Having said this, from 1808 onward the army’s role in Portugal and Spain would grow year by year, so that in the comparatively short space of four years it would become a first-rate fighting force second to none in Europe. The crucial – some would say decisive – role played by British troops at Waterloo, albeit as part of a larger Anglo-Allied and Prussian effort, would offer proof of the enormous progress achieved by the army in the preceding decade.


At the outset of the Napoleonic Wars the army possessed no larger unit than a brigade, consisting of two or more infantry battalions, all under the command of a ‘brigadier’, which constituted an appointment rather than a rank, since he might in fact not be a Général de Brigade but rather the senior battalion commander, in which case his battalion was led by the second in command. The staff of a brigade comprised only a handful of individuals, above the brigadier’s aide-de-camp and his brigade major. If more than one brigade served together, the senior brigadier held command. No higher structure was implemented until 1807, during the expedition against Copenhagen, when Sir John Moore structured his army based on four divisions of two infantry brigades and one cavalry brigade. The division became the standard higher formation when Sir Arthur Wellesley was given independent command in the summer of 1809, and maintained this system for the remainder of the war. Naturally, army organisation varied according to circumstances, but each division comprised two, three or four infantry brigades and their commissariat. Initially, with artillery available in short supply, no permanent allocations were made, although companies tended to be assigned to specific divisions.


If divisions appeared more or less uniform on paper with respect to their structure, their constituent parts tended to vary qualitatively, though Wellington sought to alleviate this disparity by intermingling stronger and weaker units, as well as green and veteran troops, so that quality remained fairly uniform across divisions, while at the same time less reliable units benefited from the presence of those with greater field experience. This was particularly necessary during the Waterloo campaign, where the Duke commanded regiments most of which either contained new recruits and therefore lacked Iberian experience, or which had not served in Spain and Portugal at all – many of the veteran battalions being then in America, Ireland and Canada. This left Wellington with forces of mixed quality as compared to the first-rate army he had led only a year before. As Kincaid rightly observed: ‘If Lord Wellington had been at the head of his old Peninsula army, I am confident that he would have swept his opponents off the face of the earth immediately after their first attack; but with such a heterogeneous mixture under his command, he was obliged to submit to a longer day.’4 Indeed, Wellington himself is said to have described his army during the Waterloo campaign as ‘The most infamous I ever commanded’.


Nor was Wellington’s army truly ‘British’, for it contained a mixture of nationalities, including Dutch and Belgian troops, many having fought for the French in recent years and whose loyalty therefore stood under suspicion. The fact that Wellington’s command consisted of troops from across the Low Countries and parts of Germany gave rise to the term, ‘Anglo-Allied Army’, which represents a far more accurate description of his force, since fewer than half his men hailed from across the Channel. Specifically, of the 73,200 troops under Wellington’s command at Waterloo, only 36 per cent were British, with the remainder composed thusly: 10 per cent King’s German Legion, i.e. Hanoverians in British service; 10 per cent Nassauer; 8 per cent Brunswicker; 17 per cent Hanoverian; 13 per cent Dutch; and 6 per cent Belgian. As a result approximately 45 per cent of the army spoke German as its primary language. The polyglot nature of the Anglo-Allied Army necessarily affected its quality. The British and a particular portion of the Duke’s Hanoverian contingent constituted by far the better-trained and more reliable troops. Hanoverians – north Germans – of two kinds fought at Waterloo: those, effectively raw militia, serving the re-established kingdom of Hanover by dint of the hereditary patrimony held by George III; and, by contrast, the highly reliable and competent troops of the King’s German Legion – a component of the British Army – composed of volunteers who went into exile when the French invaded Hanover in 1803, supplemented two years later when a British expedition landed at the Elbe and Weser rivers, whereupon the ranks swelled and an émigré force keen to fight the French in any theatre of operations thereafter served very effectively in the Peninsula and southern France between 1808 and 1814. Finally, the tiny German states of Nassau and Brunswick supplied small contingents of their own. To compensate for the varying quality of this international force, Wellington reorganised his army along the pattern adopted in the Peninsula, whereby he brigaded together formations of different nationalities with differing degrees of experience and training, thereby stiffening divisions of otherwise green troops – such as the Dutch-Belgians – by mixing them with veteran British battalions.


Infantry


Although British infantry of the 1790s were not of impressive material, by the time of the Peninsular War (1808–14) great improvements had been made in training and morale. Under Wellington’s command the infantry became one of the finest in Europe: extremely reliable, dogged and stalwart in battle, and capable of issuing a disciplined fire the French found themselves utterly incapable of matching.


According to the unofficial doctrine of the day, soldiers did not assume the initiative and although officers were increasingly expected to treat them humanely, many still regarded them as automata. According to Gleig: ‘Soldiers are, as every person knows, mere machines; they cannot think for themselves, or act for themselves in any point of duty.’5


Regular infantry regiments were numbered up to 104 by 1815. In addition to these were three regiments of Foot Guards. Most regiments held titles as well as a number, indicating an affiliation with a county or territory from which most of the ranks were recruited, though in many cases these designations did not reflect the true geographical origins of the men at all. From 1805 onward, however, regulations allowed men from the militia to join the regular army, thus raising the local composition or recruits who normally enlisted in their county formation. Regiments from the Highlands and Ireland were drawn from those places for the most part, the former in particular characterised by distinct uniforms including a kilt, sporran and feather bonnet. Scottish regiments had proud martial traditions, and most had distinguished themselves in battle.


Theoretically, the basic unit of organisation was the regiment, usually consisting of two battalions, but because these rarely served together in the field, it was the battalion that actually functioned as the basic administrative unit. Thus, the two operated independently, with the second battalion frequently serving in a completely different theatre, often on another continent. One battalion of a regiment might, for instance, be stationed (or on operations) as far away as Gibraltar or India. Sometimes one battalion remained at home, where it served for recruitment purposes and sent out drafts to keep up the strength of its sister battalion on campaign. Nearly all infantry regiments composed units of the line, about two-thirds of which consisted of two battalions and a few with three or four. There were also two rifle regiments, one of which, the 95th Foot, served at Waterloo, with two of its under-strength battalions. Units designated as fusiliers were actually no different from the ordinary line regiments except in minor variations in uniform (but particularly in headdress, for they wore fur caps instead of leather shakos) and the fact that they descended from regiments that had once carried a fusil – a lighter form of musket.


The Foot Guards, together with the Household Cavalry, made up the elite of the army. In the case of the infantry, their normal established strength was much larger than ordinary regiments of the line, and their conduct and performance in battle was also generally higher. The 1st Foot Guards had three battalions, and the other two Foot Guards regiments had two battalions each. Guardsmen were better paid, and their officers held double rank, which meant that, for instance, a lieutenant in the Foot Guards was the equivalent to a captain in a line regiment.


Officers could rise through the ranks via the normal course of seniority or through distinguished battlefield performance, but the quickest route to promotion was through the purchase of a commission, by which an officer paid for a rank sold to him by another, more senior, officer. On the mere transfer of funds came a promotion in rank, irrespective of other considerations – including ability. Wellington generally favoured the system with a staunch conservatism. On the other hand, during his years on active service he condemned the fact that he had little power to promote officers of genuine ability, so entrenched had the purchase system become. In fury he wrote:




It would be desirable, certainly, that the only claim to promotion should be military merit; but this is a degree of perfection to which the disposal of military patronage has never been, and cannot be, I believe, brought in any military establishment. The Commander-in-Chief must have friends, officers on the staff attached to him, etc., who will press him to promote their friends and relations, all doubtless very meritorious, and no man will at times resist these applications; but … I, who command the largest British army that has been employed against the enemy for many years, and who have upon my hands certainly the most extensive and difficult concern that was ever imposed on any British officer, have not the power of making even a corporal!!!6





This, of course, meant that the higher ranks were beyond the reach of any but the most affluent members of society, a fact that preserved the social exclusivity of the officer corps and accounted for the very high proportion of aristocrats and landed gentry in senior command, particularly in the Guards and Household Cavalry regiments, where commissions were more expensive than those in the line. Although the purchase of commissions continued until abolition occurred under Cardwell’s reforms in the 1870s, many of Wellington’s contemporaries decried the system for its failure to reward those worthy by dint of merit. J.F. Neville, who served in the Peninsula, observed that in the opening years of that conflict, in addition to the injustices of competent men going unnoticed, the system enabled the downright inept and, as he saw it, the socially unqualified to occupy all levels of command:




It would be fulsome flattery to give the name of ‘AN ARMY’ to an unwieldy concourse of men, necessarily ill-disciplined, from the fatal circumstance of their being ill-officered … the most barefaced profligacy prevailed throughout every military department. Whatever was connected with the army-establishment was, more or less, a dirty job, and a public robbery. Commissions were thrown away on persons unworthy of bearing them, or incapable of performing the duties which the letter and spirit of them religiously enjoined. Boys at school, smarting under the wholesome application of birch [i.e. beaten by schoolmasters wielding sticks], were field-officers in the British army, and regularly received their daily pay, as a just remuneration for the important services which they were rendering to the State! The brother or relative of a petty prostitute, was complimented with the command of a regiment, while the son of a low, but opulent mechanic, by the means of a bribe, saw himself at the head of a troop of horse, which he had neither the courage nor the abilities to lead …7





Still, in the course of the Peninsular War Wellington had weeded out the idle and inefficient, leaving a strong officer corps on whose reliable character the ordinary soldier in the ranks could count for steadiness and confidence under fire bordering on the nonchalant, and many other qualities besides. ‘The subaltern officers of our army are its mainstring,’ argued Lieutenant George Gunning of the Royal Dragoons:




and I hope to see their services more justly rewarded. Like the working clergy, they want their merits brought fairly before the public, and I hope the reformed parliament will take into their consideration the case of the subalterns of the army, for without them an army could not be moved.8





As Sergeant Charles Wood, 1st Foot Guards, described of his company commander five weeks after Waterloo:




As for [Lieutenant] Colonel [William] Miller’s attention to his company, none excelled. He was continually enquiring what could be done to make them more comfortable. On the close of a day’s march, his first care was to see his men comfortable, and then he considered himself; and after an absence of any time, his first enquiry was concerning their health and conduct. Before the enemy he was cool and deliberate, vigilant and brave, firm and determined; and on the 16th of June, at the head of his company in very close action, cheering his men, he received a wound in his breast, which proved mortal. As he passed to the rear, borne by four men, he said, ‘Let me see the Colours’. The last office I could do for him was to place the Colour in Ensign Batty’s hand, to pay him his funeral honours, while living. He then said, ‘I thank you, that will do, I am satisfied.’ His meaning was, that he died for his country, and in a just cause.9





Indeed, duty and patriotism prominently marked this era, and many brothers, fathers and sons served in the army at the same time, with Waterloo providing multiple examples of this phenomenon. While Lord Edward Somerset commanded the Heavy Cavalry brigade, his brother, Lord Fitzroy Somerset, served as Wellington’s secretary. Brothers Captain Peter Bowlby and Lieutenant Edward Bowlby served together in the 4th Foot.10 Captain Thomas Wildman, 7th Hussars, fought on the same field as his two brothers.11 Lieutenant Arthur Gore and Captain Richard Gore, both of the 33rd Foot, fought in the Waterloo campaign, the former being killed at Quatre Bras.12


More than 80 per cent of Wellington’s army consisted of musket-armed infantry, organised into battalions, each consisting of ten companies, eight of which were ‘centre’ companies (so named from the position they held in line formation); the other two were ‘flank’ companies. The company positioned on the right flank consisted of grenadiers, in theory the biggest men of the battalion, while the left-flank company was made up of light infantry – usually the smallest and quickest men. In the light infantry and the rifle regiments all the companies were identical, with no grenadiers. A full-service line regiment theoretically consisted of about 1,000 rank and file, or about ten companies of 100 men each. With officers, non-commissioned officers and drummers, this would bring the total up to about 1,100 men. However, this figure was rarely attained on campaign, though numbers in one battalion could be bolstered by drawing men from the second battalion. At Waterloo the average strength of a British battalion numbered 640 all ranks as compared to 520 for the French.


The musket – what most British soldiers popularly referred to as a ‘firelock’13 – served as the basic weapon of the infantry, which was known as ‘line’ (in French, ‘ligne’) or ‘foot’ regiments owing to the ordinary functions they performed in the line of battle. Officers carried a pistol and sword in lieu of a musket. Muskets were notoriously inaccurate; even a trained infantryman would be fortunate to strike his target at 100 yards. Hitting a specifically targeted individual man was practically impossible except at very short range. In theory, while a musket ball could strike a man at 200 yards, actual effective range was under 100, as Colonel George Hanger noted at the time:




A soldier’s musket, if not exceedingly ill bored and very crooked, as many are, will strike the figure of a man at 80 yards; it may even at a hundred; but a soldier must be very fortunate indeed who shall be wounded by a common musket at 150 yards, provided his antagonist aims at him; and, as to firing at a man at 200 yards with a common musket, you may just as well fire at the moon and have the same hope of hitting your object. I do maintain, and will prove, whenever called on, that no man was ever killed, at two hundred yards, by a common soldier’s musket, by the person who aimed at him.14





Exceptions, of course, may be found in contemporary records: Gronow reckoned the British infantryman’s ‘Brown Bess’ rather underrated, with ‘some good solid merits of her own … and when held straight was not to be despised even at a long range’, recalling one instance during the investment of Bayonne when he observed a picket kill a French soldier with an ordinary musket at no less than 400 yards.15 A soldier’s chances of striking his target naturally increased as the distance shortened, which accounted for the regular exchange of volleys at 50–75 yards. Great destruction was caused at such ranges, or even when closer, which therefore left the advantage in the hands of better trained, better disciplined infantry, who typically fired by company or platoon when deployed in column or line.


Light infantry, less heavily burdened with equipment – Gleig recorded that in the Peninsula an infantryman carried a load of about 50lb16 – and more agile on their feet, were more adept in the use of the musket than were ordinary line infantrymen, partly as a result of lessons painfully learned during the War of American Independence. Skirmishing, scouting, flank cover and screening had often been more crucial in the broken ground and forests of North America than they were in the open fields of Flanders and the Rhineland. Light infantry regiments proved to be all the more necessary when ordinary line regiments found themselves confronted by the annoying fire of the French voltigeurs and tirailleurs, who normally screened friendly units moving inexorably forward in column. The British had lost some of these skills by the 1790s, but through the limited efforts of officers such as Sir David Dundas, who reformed methods of infantry manoeuvre, and above all Sir John Moore, light infantry eventually came into its own as an elite force of divisional strength in the Peninsula under Major General Robert Craufurd and could match its opposite numbers in the field, utilising skills of an entirely different ilk to the virtual automatons of the line regiments, who generally fired by half-companies; rather, the light infantryman exhibited intelligence and self-reliance, since he had to employ his initiative and make the best use of natural cover. A contemporary training manual explained:




Vigilance, activity, and intelligence, are particularly requisite … The intelligence chiefly required in a light infantry man is that he should know how to take advantage of every circumstance of good ground which can enable him to harass and annoy an enemy, without exposing himself … In some situations they must conceal themselves by stopping, in others they must kneel, or lie flat … Against regular infantry they must hover round these continually … In such a situation light infantry can be opposed not otherwise than by men acting in the same manner with themselves … To fire seldom and always with effect should be their chief study … Noise and smoke is not sufficient to stop the advance of soldiers accustomed to war … a considerable proportion of their [light infantry] force should at all times be kept in reserve. The men who are scattered in front ought to be supported by small parties a little way in the rear; and these again should depend upon, and communicate with stronger bodies, further removed from the point of attack … In advancing the reserves must not be too eager to press forward … In retiring, the skirmishers must keep a good countenance, and avoid hurry. They must endeavour to gall the enemy from every favourable situation, and make him pay dearly for the ground he acquires …17
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